Developing a language of interactivity through the theory of play by Polaine, AJ
CERTIFICATE OF AUTHORSHIP/ORIGINALITY
I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor has it been
submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully acknowledged within the text. 
I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have received in my research
work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In addition, I certify that all
information sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis.
________________________
Signature of Student
DEVELOPING A LANGUAGE OF INTERACTIVITY




THESIS SUBMITTED FOR THE HIGHER DEGREE OF
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
SUPERVISOR: PROF. ROSS GIBSON
FACULTY OF ARTS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY, SYDNEY
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Given the rather lonely task of writing a doctoral thesis it turns out there are a large number of people
to thank. 
The first thanks must go to my principal supervisor, Professor Ross Gibson, for his guidance and
input throughout the process and for taking me on as his PhD student. He has been a stimulating
sounding board for my ideas. Perhaps more importantly as an experienced writer he has given me a
great deal of encouragement and guidance in the process of telling the story of those ideas. He has
always treated me as a peer and in the darker moments of the writing journey he guided me to the
light at the end of the dissertation. Without this the document in your hands would have joined the
many other unfinished pieces of work languishing in the dungeons of my hard drive.
I am very grateful to the members of UTS’s Creativity and Cognition studios under the guidance of
Professor Ernest Edmonds, in particular Lizzie Muller, who was instrumental in getting my Time
Sketches work into beta_space, and Brigid Costello who unfathomably took on the task of
interviewing the participants whilst I was out of the country. Their own research mirrored much of
mine and the rigor of our conversations along with other members of the studio’s “Pub Club” helped
me refine my ideas. Greg Turner (Dr. Greg, no less) also helped me set up the work and took the
excellent photos of the two boys playing that are used in this thesis. Thanks also go to David Low
who proofread my thesis and thus generously provided me with hours of typo crrections [sic].
All the authors and researchers upon whose shoulders I have stood have my eternal gratitude and they
will find their names in the absurdly long list of references at the end. Mark Pesce merits an
individual mention for letting me steal the phrase “The Invitation to Play”, which forms a central
principle of this thesis. Thanks also to Mark Pesce and the other examiners, Prof.Anne Cranny-
Francis and Dr. Melanie Swalwell who all provided generous and useful feedback and suggestions.
Thanks are due to my family and friends as well as my colleagues at Antirom – the environment that
formed the foundation of my approach to interactivity – and the other studios in which I have worked.
Thanks too to my colleagues at the College of Fine Arts, UNSW (who also provided the grant funding
for Time Sketches) and the Bauhaus University in Weimar. 
One of the chief sources of inspiration has been my students who continue to inspire me as well as
being one of the most demanding and questioning audiences. They have unwittingly let me inflict my
untested ideas on them and humoured me that I knew what I was talking about. The readers and
commenters on my blog, Playpen, have been similarly gullible and generous, thank you.
Most importantly, immeasurable love and gratitude are due to my wife, Karin, who has put up with
bouts of frustration, inordinate piles of books and long monologues from me for much longer than
anyone should have to. She also pointed me towards much of the psychology literature contained in
this thesis all whilst writing her own Masters dissertation. I am more than a little jealous that she
started after me and finished before me.
It goes without saying that any errors and omissions are entirely due to someone else or my cats, Leo,
Oskar and Archie who kept me company during the long hours at the computer and added their own
input by walking over my keyboard. All the best bits are mine.
- i -
©2010 ANDREW POLAINE – PhD Thesis, Faculty of Arts & Social Sciences, University of Technology, Sydney.
ABSTRACT
In a world increasingly influenced by interactive interfaces, devices and services both in the
commercial and non-commercial spheres, understanding interactivity and its underpinnings is
essential. We have moved into a state of flux in which both culture and technology are in constant
interplay and the only constant is change itself. The only future-proof approach to designing for and
dealing with an environment of constant change in these systems and forms is to look for a
mechanism and theoretical framework that underpins them all.
Drawing upon a range of disciplines – from design, art, cognitive science, linguistics and more – this
thesis argues that play is such a fundamental building block of culture, society, technology and
cognition that it is the ideal lens through which to examine the interactive experience. It is versatile
enough to cross boundaries and fundamental enough to be understood intuitively. Through an
understanding of the intersection between movement, embodied cognition, metaphor and play, a set of
principles of interactivity are developed that are flexible enough to analyse and be applied to a broad
spectrum of interactive experiences, from interactive artworks to services to individual user interface
elements. Finally, it is proposed that these principles provide a way to examine the phenomenal
growth of social networks and the fundamental cultural shifts we are experiencing today as a result of
the friction generated between emerging networked technologies and the industrial age structures they
are dismantling.
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